Background There may be scope for providers of occupational health (OH) services to improve their communication and marketing to those who purchase their services, but the research literature contains little information about purchasers' perceptions of OH. There is no documented overview that fully captures the purchasers' perspective.
Introduction
There may be scope for providers of occupational health (OH) services to improve their marketing to those who purchase their services. This is important because OH is generally under-provided and poorly understood in the UK [1] .
Research has shown that managers can relate OH to management issues such as productivity, cost savings, employee benefit, duty of care and corporate reputation [2] [3] [4] [5] . It is also known that managers may be confused about the purpose of OH or what services are available [4], or they may not understand or may not use the term OH.
The OH services purchased may neither be ideal for the organization nor be related to its size [1] . The views of managers and OH professionals can differ as to what should be covered. But, if the relationship develops, mutual customization and relationship-specific investments can occur [6] .
Core to marketing is developing both a relationship and the purchaser's knowledge [6] . A variety of different frameworks have been applied to understanding this, ranging from three to five stages [7] [8] [9] , with the most detailed research being done on established, ongoing relationships. However, the studies asking about management issues have suffered from low participation rates, and although the existing research mainly relates to purchaser perceptions, the majority of the participants used in research have not been purchasers.
The aim of this study was to establish the purchasers' picture, leading to a practical foundation for evidencebased relationship-building discussions with them.
Methods
A qualitative research approach was used. It was vetted by both health and business research ethics committees. Sampling was iterative, with participants selected on the basis of maximizing the diversity of responses. Because of the low participation rates in other studies respondents were obtained through progressively wider networking, starting with personal and organizational contacts and networking events. This was continued until no major new information was appearing.
Short report
Qualitative data gathering was by semi-structured interviews, which were recorded and transcribed. The interview guide sheet used four main themes that can be identified within the existing research evidence. The various meanings within the transcripts were coded, then arranged and re-arranged as needed during the sampling process.
Results
nineteen interviews were held (14 by phone): a similar number to previous qualitative studies in this area. Themes emerged (see Table 1 ), and eventually a narrative structure. These are illustrated by quotes from the transcripts (see Table 2 ).
Health issues in an organization, especially a smallto-medium sized enterprise (SME), may not be thought of as to do with OH and can be overlooked altogether. Some SME respondents understood little about what the term OH meant or perceived it with very negative connotations. Opinions about what it covers varied from a specific activity up to a broad concept, sometimes including health and safety but usually including sickness absence management. Some of those not currently purchasing OH services, usually in larger businesses, could see a motivation to obtain OH input, but the response of others was to look for more information, usually from the internet and personal contacts. Reasons for not going further included feeling powerless to do anything, or that they had no time to think about it, or that it had low priority. The giving of expert advice on a situation was generally seen as a central feature of OH services. But current purchasers who were from medium or larger organizations were focussed either on their overall goal or on the efficiency of the processes involved.
All ongoing OH services included sickness absence management, but the respondents, HR managers especially, spoke of problems such as insufficient, inappropriate or partisan recommendations and also process or turnaround time problems. The image of OH could become negative or oscillate, but this also depended on the provider's apparent attitude.
Respondents reported that clarity about the formal relationship between purchaser and provider and the ability to develop working relationships and influence one another were helpful.
Discussion
The findings appear to show a progression in purchasers' thinking and also that this can stall or become inappropriate at various points.
The strengths of the study are that it tackled a bias towards the provider perspective, despite the issue of difficult access to purchasers. However, its main potential weaknesses lie also in the sampling. Participants gave various reasons for their self-selection.
In keeping with other studies, the findings showed problems with the understanding of the term OH and also that people can be prompted. This suggests that OH should be seen more often in association with the media and metrics that managers use. It is known that helplines are useful to managers for simple advice, or for signposting to appropriate OH services [10] . Managers can give the issue low priority [9] , so providers might also seek allies among their management contacts and advisors. As the motivation to purchase OH services can include peer pressure [7] or sending a message to staff, it is key that purchasers are alerted to what knowledge they do not possess, and to the national guidance available. Lastly, organizational and personal relationships become intermingled [6] , and the study suggests that there are various opportunities for mutual education.
All this leads to a coherent and plausible picture, but further research is needed to test this, as well as to quantify the relationships between its elements. Areas for more detailed research could include factors associated with an incorrect view of OH, and why the view of OH can oscillate.
In the meantime, providers of OH services may wish to look at their activities in terms of how they constitute a strategy serving the various points in the purchaser thinking process. They might also wish to review the extent to which their own people are equipped with the appropriate knowledge and skills to do this.
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